










Natural systems, most particularly 
forests, are known to be the most safely 
expandable carbon sinks globally.  Forests 
in California are some of the most productive in the world, 
and can store vast amounts of carbon.  Yet, traditional 
resource economies incentivize the loss and degrada-
tion of forests, which has had devastating consequences 
for climate, as well as other forest functions.  California 
has emitted billions of tons of carbon dioxide through 
forest loss and degradation.  Yet, this historic devastation 
of forests also poses a transformational opportunity to 
restore these forests, and, in the process, re-absorb the 
carbon dioxide (CO2) emitted, create a significant source 
of stable employment, catalyze clean renewable energy 

based on forest restoration, and secure California’s most 
important watershed.  This is precisely because protecting 
and restoring resilient natural landscapes are perhaps 
the most cost effective investments that can be made to 
simultaneously reduce harmful CO2 emissions and support 
adaptation.

One of the most devastating impacts of climate change 
is the progressive shift north and to higher elevation for 
the snowpack that provides much of California’s water.  In 
addition to the consistent modeling results that predicted 
these shifts, we already see glaciers in the Sierra continue 
their historic 100-year decline (now less than half of the 
1910 extent).  Notably, the glaciers on Mt. Shasta that help 
feed the Sacramento River have increased by almost 20%.  

The Sacramento River watershed provides 80-85% of the 
inflow to the San Francisco Bay, over half the water of both 
the state and federal water projects that are so vital to 
the state’s agricultural industry, and drinking water to 25 
million Californians.  As such, the health of this watershed 
is vital to the state’s economy and well being.

However, the health and forested nature 
of the Sacramento watershed is far from 
guaranteed.  Private forestland owners own half of 
the watershed.  Their economic incentives are to use this 
land for its highest and best economic use—hence for 
development and rapid timber production.  These actions 
can significantly impair watershed function.  Watershed 
quality declines significantly when 10-20% of the forest 
is fragmented, as through development.  Further, the 
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simplified, young forests favored for timber production are 
less effective in capturing, storing and transporting clean, 
cool, stable water supplies.

We propose a substantial, focused, stra-
tegic investment to secure this invaluable 
watershed through the acquisition of 
Working Forest Conservation Easements. 
This will prevent hundreds of thousands of tons of CO2 
emissions and increase carbon stores by millions of tons of 
carbon. It will also secure the foundation for the economic 
backbone of this region, the forest industry, while broad-
ening that from traditional products only, and expanding 
to encompass climate, water, energy and recreation/
habitat services.  This will also create new jobs in forest 
restoration, and provide the basis for a new, distributed 
small-scale forest bioenergy sector to utilize the waste 
material from sustainable forest management and resto-
ration. Finally, it will guide the management of forests in 
the region to provide better habitat and migration routes 
for species adapting to climate change, and will connect 
existing public land reserves in the region. California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife identifies this region as 
one of the most critical for successful adaptation of the 
state’s unique biodiversity.

To achieve these goals at a meaningful 
scale in this region, we propose that Cali-
fornia commit to investing at least  
$1 billion in Working Forest Conservation 
Easements over the next seven years.  Such 
an investment could ramp up over time, as landowners 
become aware of the opportunity and allowing agencies 
and NGO partners to develop and propose landscape-scale 
projects.  The first 3-year investment plan should aim to 
dedicate at least $50 million annually, with subsequent 

plans increasing investment as additional funds become 
available and larger projects are ready to complete.

PFT has worked closely with the Natural Resources 
Agency, both CalFIRE and California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife, as well as with the Bureau of Reclamation 
and US Fish and Wildlife Service, to identify the most 
strategically important properties to protect to ensure 
wildlife habitat, forest resilience, and forest watershed 
functions. These projects are ready to implement.  Key 
private landowners have voluntarily stepped up to protect 
their lands with easements, and manage them according 
to guidance that California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
has collaboratively developed with PFT to ensure wildlife 
adaptation and other climate benefits. 

PFT has identified over 150,000 acres of privately owned 
portions of the Sacramento watershed in the most threat-
ened areas of its key tributaries, as well as along the 
main stem, where this approach could be implemented in 
2013-2015.  Over the next few years, there is a pipeline of 
additional lands in the region that will be “shovel ready” for 
implementation in 2016-2020.  The map on the following 
page illustrates some of these projects just in the  
Mt. Shasta Headwaters area. 

For further information regarding this proposal, 
please contact: 

Paul Mason  
pmason@pacificforest.org  
916-214-1382 

Laurie Wayburn  
lwayburn@pacificforest.org 
415-561-0700 x14
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